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THE LILIES OF FRANCE 

By Helen M. Ingersoll 

Illustrated from photographs of natural flowers by Pitcher and Manda. 




A SECTION OF 



Parts concerned in insect-fertilization:/, 
petal ; .?/, sepal ; st, a branch of the style ; 
s, stigma ; & t the beard ; /z, an anther. The 
style and the anther are slightly raised. 



When strolling along the edge of a mucky 
swamp in the afterglow of a June evening, one 
often sees a mass of rich green leaves piercing 
the air like so many lances. Pass by the same 
swamp next, morning. Only the tips of the lances 
appear, for they are overshadowed, almost hidden, 
by flaunting blue guidons ; indeed, you suspect 
that the swamp has been overflowed, and that the 
reflection of the azure sky above is replacing the 
sombre green of the evening before. But it is 
only the iris buds that have grown overnight, and 
burst from their green sheaths into full beauty at 
the. touch of the dawn. Before dusk they will twist 
up forever, and yield their places to the next push- 
ing buds. 

These flowers were well named Iris, after the 
rainbow-goddess, since their colors are many. One 
is brown, and some are yellow, as is the European 
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A JAPANESE IRIS 



Iris pseudacorus ; nevertheless, the irises are, as a class, "born to the purple," 
as Longfellow expresses it, and riot in all shades of purple and lavender, varied 
and streaked with yellow ; and 
the Florentine iris is bluish- 
white. This last, by the way, 
is one of the flowers dedicated 
to the Virgin, and is used at 
festivals in her honor. 

Our most common one (Iris 
versicolor) often called blue-flag, 
or flower-de-luce — a half transla- 
tion of the French fleur-de-lis — 
is purplish, shading into yellow 
and greenish white at the base 
of the perianth. On the upper 
surface of the three outer 
spreading divisions of the peri- 
anth — the sepals — are forking 
streaks of purple, converging 
on the lighter portion. Accord- 
ing to Sprengel, one of the first 
writers on the fertilization of 
plants, these lines, like the pa- 
pers thrown in the game of 
hare-and-hounds, are leaders to direct insects to the store of honey hidden in the 
short, tube-like portion of the flower, next to the green stem. A glance at the 
diagram on page 49 will assist the reader in understanding these details. 

Springing from the centre of each iris are three narrow, petal-like sections, 

which are flattened branches of 
the style. Each bends over one 
of the outer segments described, 
until its expanded tip nearly 
touches the converging lines. 
Underneath this tip is a little 
scale or lip, which has a sticky 
stigmatic surface on its outer 
side. Just back of the lip is the 
stamen, arching close under the 
concave style, with the pollen 
side of the anther down. Two 
tubes are formed by various 
projecting surfaces at the base 
of the stamens, deep down in 
the perianth, where the honey is 
secreted. These tubes are so ar- 
ranged that to obtain the sweet 
liquid an insect must have a long tongue, and, even if it possesses one, finds it 
best to take the road pointed out by the color-lines, and creep under the style be- 
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fore probing the tubes. When, therefore, a bee 
or a hover-fly (there are two forms of the iris 
adapted to the needs of these two insects) 
which has been previously well dusted with 
pollen as a result of its travels among other 
irises, clambers up the sepal, because this is 
the shortest way to the honey, and creeps un- 
der the style, its back is scraped by the lip on 
the outer surface of which the pollen - grains 
stick. Still further in the insect rubs against 
the anther, which deposits more pollen on the 
spot just cleaned. As the bee or fly backs out 
it pushes up the lip, and as the surface on that 
side is not 
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sensitive to 
pollen, it 
carries away 
its burden to 
be deposited 
on the next stigma. Thus is cross -fertiliza- 
tion carried on by leaving in each blossom 
visited pollen accidentally brought from some 
other blossom : a proceeding very necessary 
to the welfare of most plants, and a very 
effective means, when imitated by the florist, 
of originating and perpetuating new varieties. 

It. is true 





A VARIETY OF IRIS GERMANICA 



IRIS FLAVESCENS 



that some in- 
sects, ignor- 
i 11 g their 
duties as pol- 
len - bearers, 
manage to in- 
sert their long probosces sideways under the 
style back of the anther, and steal the honey 
while standing outside, though a bristling beard 
tends, in some species, to prevent such robbery. 
Many of these flowers, as, for instance, the 
little crested iris of the southern Alleghanies, 
are fragrant, and the most common habitat of 
the genus is wet ground, in such situations as 
Shelley noted when he wrote : 

" nearer to the river's trembling edge, 
There grew broad flag-flowers, purple prank't with white." 

The range of the irises is extensive. They 
are found in America, in Europe, in Africa and 
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in the Far East, occurring mainly in temperate 
climates. In such regions as the steppes of 
Russia and the hot plains of Algeria and Pal- 
estine, the irises spring up after the rains in 
great numbers. Iris Kaempferi, of which sev- 
eral illustrations are shown, is one of the Jap- 
anese species, and with its many varieties is 
being widely introduced into American gardens. 
The Japanese make extensive use of this plant 
in their decorative art, expressively arranging 
its leaves and flowers in vases according to well 
prescribed rules. 

The irises are mostly hardy in our climate, 
and flourish in damp places, or in well-drained 
beds. One of the most beautiful species, and 
one which is the source of many of the most 
gorgeous varieties, is the common European 
Iris Germanica. This type has magnificent pur- 
ple blossoms, with a bright yellow beard on the 
sepals, and is fragrant. 

Iris plants spread chiefly by thick root- 
stocks or rhizomes, or by bulbs, though seeds are matured in the large capsules. 
The seeds of one species, it is said, are roasted and used as a substitute for coffee 
by the English peasantry. The rhizomes of our common blue-flag and of the Flor- 
entine iris have been used in medicine. 

Orris-root, so often employed in perfumer's work, not only for its own violet- 
like fragrance, but to improve other combinations of flowers and gums, is prepared 
from the root-stocks of three species of iris, originally from Iris Florentina. It is 
in Italy that orris-root is chiefly produced, and since the iris is a very exhaustive 
crop and nothing else can be grown 



with it, the plants are usually raised in 
impoverished land, where it seems to 
flourish, especially along the walls of 
the terraced hills of Tuscany. The 
rhizomes reach maturity in three years 
and then are taken from the ground in 
spring. A small portion of each, with the 
leaves, is reset, and the remainder of the 
root is stripped of the outer bark, and 
carefully dried for two years, when the 
odor that makes it so valuable becomes 
apparent. 

Apropos of root-stocks, a novice is 
likely to mistake the blue-flag rhizome 
of our swamps for that of the sweet-flag, 
since the plants grow in the same situa- 
tions, and look much alike. But anyone 
who has noted the sheathing pairs of 
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leaves of the true iris, lozenge-shaped in a cross-section of the stem, and has 
nibbled its tasteless or acrid root-stock, will never mistake it for the smaller 
sweet-flag, with its astonishingly pungent rhizome. 

In the " Winter's Tale " occurs a description of flowers for a garden, the flower- 
de-luce being one of the " lilies of all kinds " enumerated by the poet ; and other 
authors have called the iris a lily, often naming it the lily of France, because the 
fleurs-de-lis were borne on the royal coat-of-arms of France. \ 

Some British country names are curious ; the yellow iris used to be called 
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"yellow skeggs," while the " stinking gladden " or beefsteak plant, designates an- 
other English species. The crocus and agave, as well as the delicate little blue- 
eyed grass, are members of the same family as the iris— the Iridaceae, an order 
close to the true lilies, but differing from them in botanical details which it would 
be unprofitable to attempt to define here. 

There has been much discussion as to whether or not the heraldic fleur-de-lis 
is really a conventionalized iris flower, or merely a form of halberd, or of some 
other symbol ; the same form occurs in Oriental art. Whatever the origin, many 
a good soldier has fought valiantly to preserve unsullied the white banner with its 
gilded trefoils that floated over his head, and has died to save the "Lilies of 
France " emblazoned upon its folds- 



